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In an exalinatiﬁn of e;e-entafy school cbildren‘s

nctlens of reading, 1,122 first through sixth graders wer .

,-individually intetiiaved_ ‘Bach child was asked -to define S;aaingg and,
their respoises vere placed into four: categories: those wiriah vere

vague or irrelevant, those vhich focused on classrdom praceaﬂre oE

the educational value of reading, those which focused on aecading or

word recognition, and those whicl focused om meaning or

understanding. Responses which fell into the first eategarj vere’

ignored andyonly the responses which fell into one of ‘the’ remaining - -
categcriesgglge analyzed. Of this gfoap, the majority of students S
gave respon vhich fell intq the second or third catedories,

isplying that to thes reading was a classroom procedure or a degaaing
ptocess. Very fev responses fell into the fourth category, indicating ' )
that most students were not able to associate néaning ‘with reading, . -

The results suggest that teachers should not assume that instruction

in reading is necessarily instrauction in comprehension. bDirect )
comprehension instruction is needed to make reading sensihle for

children, ané teachers must provide it. (FL) .
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. S A Is Reading SénsibLwaaf-Ehildten?‘

f.: if WE\1'E gaing to make feading ssnsible for chlléren, pethaps cme of

“.the first gteps is tc.: explore, in a Eygtematiﬂ fashion} theirmoti of S

. . .
_read;@g; ‘A teacher might then be in a pDSitlQﬁ to dEVElap anﬂ/er alterﬁ o

5

iﬁstru::—}:iqn §§ that 1t makes sense 1:3 v:hildrern who are leaming to tec.gnstruct '

N o L o S o P , .
meaning from print. . o T ' éla ' ) -’
. ;!7 o R ® ¢ : . R
Taylor (1977) and others (Goodman, 197%; Smith, 1978) contend that meaning
is what is basic in réading insttuctiaﬂ > In E;!th_e,r wﬂtdsz-‘thev communication of

thgught betWEEn the author and the readgr is what" impﬁftaﬂt. Skills

ins truction may help children make sense frgm printed materialﬁ hawever,

t;alled skills (Vaz:c:a and Johns, 1918). \

feading is greatéf thafl the sum af ;tt:s 80~
F
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Samplé and \iethod

Tk

To explore how childxen in t.he élementary sehﬂal viewed readirxg,

non-random sample of 1,122 students in g;ades one through six was selected

from many different schools in the suburbs of Chicago. The students were

assumed to represent the generally expected ranges of imtelligence and .
reading achievement. In terms of socioeconomic status, the teachers indicated

that their students ranged from upper—middle class to lc:&r class. *The vast
oL " majority of the 592 'tmys and 530 girls were white; hDWEVEf there were a

number of Latino student—s\ The number c::f students was 82 for first grade,

;Zlii-fér ée;@nd g:ade, 208 for thirxd gradaﬁ, 245 for fauftl}grade,-, 118 for fifth

'b\\ ’i grade, and 124 for Slﬁth grade.

r } Child[gn in the s tudy were mtaf\uewed mdi\rldual.ly ‘Af't:er' some casual
3_; zonversat{iaﬁ to help the child feel at ease, the fa}lnwi}Question was asked:
< o o .




interviews were trained:using!aetual IESPQﬁSég to previous 1ntéfv;ews vith

Vksnd you ge; g;aées on it."

¢/ continents {sic}.”

undersgandiﬁg RESpDﬂEEa ffum students included: "I read to get the meaning,'

v;“?hat_is’réading?“' Each child's: response Ea»the‘éﬂeéficnfwas :ecarded on .

*

‘audio tape sg it cculd be analyzed ahd sategarlged The interviews were

cmnducted by graduate and undérgraduaie Studeﬂts ia pfcfess;nnal readlﬂg

=

cautsasfe Pripr to Sttual data 2ollecﬁian. the students cenducting the

Ed

children.! The ctiteria far’aséigﬁing ;eépagses from the interviews into

four categories vwas adapted from Weintraub and Denny (1966).

Categories for Responses

=

The firdt category contained. responses which were circular, vague, or
B b j ot

- trrelevant. iTypigal réspansesﬂincluéed: "When you learn how tn do stuff,"

Sy really wouldn't know," and "Rgading is reading,"

" The second catggafy;cgnta;ped responses that focused on classroom
S ) oo ) )

procedures or the Educaticnal.&alue”gf reading. Several typical responses .
. R 3 o
included: It s whgﬁ Yﬁu da wmrkbngk pages," '"Reading books in a circle

¥ - ¥
/

ﬂ;th the tea:hef e "Ta learn stuff so you can get into thlrd grade," gnd

"Yau faad‘ﬂut af a bgak and then you do exerciggs and you- have agwerkhﬂak

ihe:thifd'iategary included iespgﬁses which focused on dgéading;éf‘ward

fetagﬁitigﬁ_'“Typicai examples included: "A bunch of words," "It's when

there arﬁ haf& wards and you have to léarﬂ to pIﬂﬁDuﬂcé them,” and *Erds,

A

seunds? and letters.'" One scudent in the upper grades appafenﬁly intertwined

somé social studies. He said that reading was "when you ‘learn the vowels and

¥ N
. i [

b M # ' . o

Thé Eaufth category included responses that focused on meaning or

"I read = group, of wafds ﬁﬂd then 1 think ‘what they mean and then 1 go on ugre,"
4 - [
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Eeéulés ad Discussion

As the intervigws WErE being analyzed ie bemama appafent that many

students . gave respanses‘that were sf the vague, 1rfelé#aﬁt or "I dDﬂ t

%

knov'"' Yafiety_

responsges.
Insert Figure

Weintraub and Dénﬂy (1966), -

a third of the reépanses offered no

do to leagn to read,

with the first graders in this study revealed that twice as many of the

students'

non~meaningful replies. The percent of students is lowest at sixth grade;
e -
' {
howaver, one student in four will still give a non-meaningful response to &
b

the question, "What is reading?"

three-students gave responses of the vague, irrelevant, or

vgriéty.

.

Because the percents were so high,

responses were not meaningful.

" For the total samplée,

remaining data separately for the

in one of the other categories.

Figure 2 contains

Y

in a

Several observations seem .appropriate.

=

683 students who

it was decided: to analyze the
gave resé%hﬁés tha

these results,

Figure 1 caﬁtainsvche percent of sthEﬂtE who gave such//

rafated stugy!gfﬂuﬁd that @are EEEn

meaningful explanation of what one must

e

After first grade there is a reduction in the puaber of students who give

roughly one out of

"1 don't know'

* uF )

‘veading ﬁs vords that 'afe put into sentences and then sentences

e e e e e

are put inﬁa paragraphs, and the paragraphs turn into Eﬁﬁfié which give you

7

Since their study involved first gfgﬂarg, a comparison
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-questian,-'ﬂhat

B §Eud3ﬁt5-whn gavg mganiﬂgfui rgspcnses to, th} S
. - C e - L 5 i ,v' i”'i"
is fEaﬂing?"~thE majnflzy o the fequnﬁgs were gategarizeﬁ as, classraum ' ;
C e~ - s
pfacedures or the educatiana& vabue of: rea&iﬂg (catggnry 2), At eveﬁy grade
.= \ ’ =

level ‘over 50 peraent-uf the’ tespanse5 vere’ of this type. SEudents saem ta

be preaccupiéd with wgrkbaak pages *reading graups, and fallawing the teachef s -

- f - -

T di ctians. A rather uﬂusual TEEP@RSE came frﬁm a segand grade bay wha said

. ¥ . 4 . 7 *7 2 :
that reading was ’étaﬂd up, sitc dﬂwn v ﬂhen’the ygungsterlwas askedstg -
. .;v = * . R
'L explain what he meant, _he éaié Ehat the teacher had him staaéxgp whén he. . .
ra l

;féadi He would CDBEiﬂué reading until he: maﬂe a mistake ’ Herwas théﬂ,asked

tgisit'dawn.' Hanae, readlﬂg was pereégved as a s;gndaup, sitedawﬁ process..

. i;i§ : Respnnsés fbcusiﬂg on watd te;agﬁitiaﬁ or dec@diug (cat ry 3) also

& 8
\ occurred quite fréquently. Thete was a,ﬁﬂwnward trEnd in this type of
Tesponse ffamififét grade §hréugﬁ‘fifth grade.’ At-sixth gradei hﬂﬁever, the

i1 w4

; *pefcéﬂt of fESpDDSES Eétegaflisﬂ as de:nding equalied thasg givensby fourth

gradexs. Gne student in f@ut is llkaly to pEYCEiYE*Teading as a decading

~pf§§€$s The conern for sgundlhg out sttategies is cléa;ly in evidencg.

L

Perhaps mgst dlsturblﬁg is the f;nd;ﬁg chat SD{fEW szqdéhts gave fESpﬂﬂEEE
-

that foc sed on meaning or understanding (Eagggafy 4). Less than one student
T
in five assaﬂiated medning with reading.. In the first and second grades only

8 percent of the SEUdEﬁES gave resgnn that focused on meaning. If a

search for meaning does not play a majaf role in studénts reading, perhaps
r S

they are content to merely say the wafds and believe that they are reading.

h : 3

Students need to understand that the center and dore of reading is, at the

J very least, recopstructing the aguthor's message. Words are important but

only as a means for making sense from the printed page:

L7



fi'ﬁegamn&at\iems and First Steps . .

n%éems,reasanablE.Ea st
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If students tgsp*" ,ln the present investigatian aféjéepresentative %

'\\5 \
; LI .\\

afxghgse that would be btained frgm elassraams Ehrpughnut the gnuﬁtfy, it

est that taﬁﬁhers ghould help their students realize

that reading is cuncerqu with meaning. - e Lo .
"' The use gf'a fictianal exampla'féllhws;f Ic is'désigniﬂ to Pelp students

realize that? (1) reading 15 a farm of communication; (2) reading cah-be talk
. N

) written down; and (3) féading is giving meaning to printi Ihe teacher is

talking with a student.. The dialngue might -go as follows.

- Teacher: “If you wanted tn tell Joe a secret, how would you do 1t?"

Student: "I would just tell him."

‘Teacher: "You méan yau‘ld talk to him or whisper to him?" '

Student: ‘''Yes, that's what I'd do."

Teacher: "What would you do if Joe wasn't here but you still ﬁéﬂtaﬁ;him to

kﬁgr_andryau knew that he would be back in a little while?"

Student: "I might write him a note.'"

Teacher: "OK, and when Joe getséhere and gets that note what should he do?"

Student: "He should read what I wrote down."

“Teacher: '"Good. Have yauzcammuniaaqéﬁ with Joe?"

Student: 'Yes.!

Teacher: "What ‘did Joe look at?"

In our example, Joe has received a note that a student has written. ° But,

what did that student write down? He/she wrote down what he/she ‘would have

said to Joe if He was here. In other wafds, the talk has been written down.

Each printed word -will repregent only one spoken word aﬁd we can now say that
a’word' js a vegbal symbol. The example Ealld;ing will demonstrate this concept.

kY f - .
. - £
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- ' 6
-Teacher: ﬁSuppase;thsé‘what you were going to tell Joe was that you had a

Y

new hot wheels cdr. Naw‘sinée you had to ﬁrit% it down it

probably looked like this: T HAVE A NEW HOT WHEELS CAR. Joe
. v!ﬂ. ) = , . .' ‘ ‘ . N ;"7 ‘ . ; : L .
took this ndte ‘and began te say what you had written. He sald -

t¢ himself: I-HAVE-A-NEW-HOT-WHEELS-CAR. ' If he were to say that
[ <. - - . i \ h
out’.lofd would it sound like what you were going to say?

_ 1 were g

Student: "Yes, that's what I would have égid;" L . kﬁ
_ ) . . _

.* Teacher: "Now Joe still has not read what you have written down. He has

said the words out-loud but he has not readiygthem! In order to be

really reading Jne*ﬁust kgaw-what it is thst:,' -have said. He
nust gét.same meaning from those symbols called ds. If he
comes up to you later and asks'to see your hat thém he has not
Iead.anythingg "You told him about. some new car a;d ﬁét some hat
so he did not read that note. He had éﬂtigctiéﬁ méaning’éa
therefore, no reading has taken place. Reading invalves>méaning

and if you do not know what something means, you have not read it!"

"Now what are some of the things in daily life that you re§d§ !

some sthings that you get meaning from?"

Student: '"We read road signs on the highway like SLOW DOWN or CURVES AHEAD. |
We also read warnings on medicine bottles. We also read the
newspaper and know what it said about sports or movies.'

Hopefully the student will begin to see that reading involves meaning.
F . A s [
Teachers should not assume that teaching reading provides a basis for students
¢ ' :
to learn that it involves comprehension. Direct instruction is needed and

teachers must provide it. Word-centered instruction can lose sight of ’

comprehension. Words in isolation can lead to word calling instead of reading..

-~




The data frnm the present study has demﬁhstrated that students in gr

-one t.hraugh six have very little undefStaﬂding of what reading entails.

hglp make reading sensible for students, the fm:us of instruction must be

on mgaﬁing. Words like kingcup, yi epgs, and iﬁksj can be read m:’ merely

&

called. By the way, can you read those three words? Be n:aréful Yt:)ur

= .

resgcmse may reveal ctmsiderable insighc abc:ut your, fmtlgﬂ nf re&ding. B

sensible —- fncus on meaningk

%
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Figure 1. Percent of Students From the
' Total Sample (N=1,122) Who Gave
Vague, Irrelevant, or "I don't know"
- Responses to the Question, "Wh
' is Reading?" .
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. Figure 2. Categories
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Classroom Procedures/Educational Va1ue'
Word Recognition. (Decoding) ‘
Understanding (Meaning)
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